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CHRISTOPHER ECCLESTON: It’s October 12, 2001. The time is 6:56 and 
this is Christopher Eccleston of the Fire Department of the City of New York. Iam 
conducting an interview with the following individual...please state your name, rank, 
title, assigned command area of the Fire Department of the City of New York regarding 
the events of September 11, 2001. 

JAMES MCKINLEY: My names is James McKinley, EMTD. I work out 
of Battalion 8, my shield is 5501. 

CHRISTOPHER ECCLESTON: Also present at the interview is... 

CHRISTINE BASTEDENBECK: _ Christine Bastedenbeck from the New York 
City Fire Department. 

Q: James, were you assigned to the World Trade Center disaster of 


September 11, 2001? 


A: Yes. 
Q: Can you tell me about the events that happened that day? 
A: Basically I was just getting off duty when news came in, the MERV driver 


came in and said there’s a plane into the World Trade Center. He took off in a hurry, I 
was about to go home, and I convinced my lieutenant to let me go to the MCI. So I went, 
and after watching it on the TV for maybe 2, 3 minutes, I was about to put my stuff in my 
locker and I decided that I had to go to this thing. I went down and I grabbed Smitty, 
who was working cleaning the vehicles. We stocked the vehicle, 169, with the 


lieutenant’s permission, and we went to the MCI. As we were going down the 
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FDR, I remember looking over and just seeing this huge hole in the World Trade Center. 
As we’re going down, we went down the FDR, as we were coming across...I wasn’t 
driving, I was teching. I remember coming up on the Trade Center, I don’t know when 
the plane went into the building or how long it was there, but it was like, I was amazed to 
see that PD were already escorting people over the Brooklyn Bridge and to Chinatown. 
They were just clearing the whole area, and having people migrate towards Chinatown 
and over the bridge. So we came out of the FDR, we came across Vessey Street, and we 
were told by the radio to go to staging on West and Vessey. As we’re going past we met 
command. I don’t remember who it was. I remember seeing one, Gumbo, who was a 
lieutenant. I’m not sure what he is now. 

Q: Chief? 

A: Chief Gumbo, okay. So we parked out vehicles on Vessey street, I guess 
on the west side of the West Side Highway. 

Q: Can you just mark on the map with a number 1 where you parked your 
vehicle? Approximately, it doesn’t have to be exact. 

A: There was like 15, 20 vehicles there already, and we just joined in the 
group. So I would guess about here. 

Q: What was the vehicle number you were in? 

A: 169. Then we were just waiting for orders from officers on the scene 
about what to do, and they told us just hang tight. My partner is telling me that they want 
us to stay by our vehicles, in case they find something to do. I wasn’t communicating 


with the officers, my partner was. I was just standing by the vehicle watching the 
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firemen do their stuff, watching the PD do their stuff. That’s basically about it, I was just 
taking in the sight of the whole thing. Debris falling from the buildings, smoke, basically 
----- mayby this was a bad idea. Keep going? 

Q: Keep going, you’re doing fine. You’re doing perfect. 

A: As I was standing there watching this whole thing unfold, it was like I 
couldn’t believe that some people were actually jumping from the building. Then as I 
looked up, I saw this helicopter hovering from in front of one of the buildings, it was the 
first one that was hit. Then all of a sudden I heard this huge explosion, I didn’t know 
what it was cause nobody was telling me anything. I didn’t know until we were called 
back to Chambers and something, Chambers and West Street, that it might have been a 
terrorist attack. I was this close to it, and I didn’t know what was going on. After that I 
heard this huge explosion, I thought it was a boiler exploding or something. Next thing 
you know this huge cloud of smoke is coming at us, so we’re running. Everyone is, 
firemen, PD, everyone is running away from the World Trade Center, up Vessey Street. 
This is North End, we was running around Vessey and around North end to get away 
from the first smoke. After the first building, I guess, I didn’t know at the time that the 
building fell. After the smoke cleared, I went back, I was helping some people that were 
covered in dust and stuff like that. We set up treatment right on Vessey and North End, 
over here. As I was getting stuff to go into the treatment area, BP cuff, water, O-2, stuff 
like that, I was instructed to go back and treat patients. As I was picking up a patient on 


Vessey, on the east side of the West Side Highway and Vessey, I didn’t know what was 
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going on. I was just trying to treat patients. I put a fireman on a stretcher, I was leading 
him back to the treatment area. As I was getting to the treatment area, everyone is 
leaving the treatment area. I was like where is everybody going? They said the other 
building is leaning, we’re getting out of here. We’re moving the treatment area. So we 
put the fireman in an ambulance and they took off. We was trying to clear out the 
treatment area, and as we’re clearing the treatment area, I hear this huge noise. Someone 
told me the building is exploding, I couldn’t believe it. So we started moving the 
treatment area back even further. After the second one fell, we started running 
up...where is it? I’m not sure what these buildings represent, but we ended up down by 
the water, the cloud pushed us all the way to the water. And that’s basically, after that it 
was like, we went back to survey the damage and we was trying to get our vehicles out of 
the rubble. Like after the first building fell, we were trying to recover, we were trying to 
move the vehicles off of Vessey Street and on to North End Avenue. I’m like moving 
vehicles, I’m helping people, we have this one fireman that had his arm --- it was 
deformed, it was broken and everything. I helped splint it. I tried to move four or five 
vehicles before I set up staging over near the treatment area. After we moved, we moved 
the treatment area like three times. We moved it around here. Then after the first one fell 
we tried to get back in there. Then the second one was falling, I don’t know. After the 
first one fell, as I went back, I was just looking at it. There were vehicles on fire, there 
were ambulances too close to fire trucks burning, gas tanks were popping. The parking 


lot over here where we parked our vehicles, cars in the parking lot were on fire. 
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Q: That was the parking lot over here? 
A: I think this was a parking lot over here. I think this was a parking lot too, 


cause as we were running when the second building....this fireman was in front of us and 
we ran into almost like a dead end. As we’re running behind him, he’s like, “this way”. I 
think he was a fireman or a police man, if we had followed him, we would have wound 
up in a dead end, and we probably would have got smoke in our lungs so we noticed that 
going in here would be a dead end, we have to go down this way. After the first one fell 
I was running up Vessey, then I walked back down Vessey towards West Street where all 
the fire engines were. They were covered in debris and they’re smoldering. I just 
couldn’t believe it. What amazed me too was things you don’t even take notice of. Like, 
the street was littered with paperwork that was in the office building. I can’t remember 
anymore, you know. 

Q: It’s ok, you’re doing a perfect job. Just keep going with what you’re 
doing. 

A: After the first one fell, I was trying to sort through everything, going 
around helping people, seeing what we could do. Once I got too close to a vehicle that 
was smoking, it started to pop, I was afraid that the gas tank would explode. Everyone 
was like watch your back, watch your back, the firemen were trying to put out the fire. I 
keep reading in the paper now that it was at this point that they was trying to get the guys 
out of the other building that hasn’t fallen yet. I can just imagine what it must have been 


like running down the stairs in the World Trade Center. As I was saying before, I didn’t 
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know what was going on. I didn’t even know that the building had fallen. Maybe it was 
the overtime or the fact that I had worked all night, I was tired or whatever. But as we 
cleared the second building, our dispatcher kept telling us after the second one fell, told 
us to drop back to Chambers and West Side Highway. We had to go back to our vehicles 
that we had abandoned running from the building that had fallen. We thought it was 
gonna fall on the side, so I was running looking for the shadow of the building, hoping 
that it wasn’t falling my way. If it was falling my way, I would want to know because I 
don’t want to stop running to look back to find out which way it was falling. I had to 
find out a way to see if it was falling this way, if it was falling on me. For some reason it 
fell like this. So as we ran, we came back to move all the vehicles, get all the stuff out. I 
was trying to fall back to Chambers and West Side Highway. Then, I met my partner, we 
had lost each other when the building side collapsed. He was telling me, as I’m driving 
the vehicle up the West Side Highway, all of a sudden, there’s my partner standing in the 
road there. I’m like, ah, there he is. I’m not sure if he got the order before I did, cause I 
was told to drop back to Chambers and West Side Highway. So, I parked the vehicle up 
there, and I went back, and we’re standing. He’s like, he told me that the guy, the 
terrorist? 

Q: Osama Bin Laden? 

A: Yeah. He’s like, he said he was gonna get the World Trade Center. So 
I’m like, what are you talking about? He said, this is a terrorist attack. I’m like what? 


Then all of a sudden, he told me that something was happening in Washington too. Then 
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he told me that they shot down another one. They said that the Air Force shot one down 
in Pennsylvania. But they later found out that they had a struggle. At this point, 
something happened. I think we heard some explosions or something, so the dispatcher 
starts telling us to go up to 23™ street and Chelsea Piers. My partner’s like maybe it’s gas 
or something, not just explosive gas. Not like Con Edison gas but like sarin gas or 
something like that. So we’re packing everything up again, helping civilians who 
stopped to see this thing. So we pulled it up to 23™ Street and Chelsea Pier, that’s where 
we made staging. Basically after that, once we got to 23" Street, we started to see other 
vehicles were coming already. They told us to fall back, they told everybody that was 
responding in to go to 23™ Street, cause there was ambulances there already. So we got 
in line, steadied our pulses, dusted ourselves off, kind of like composed ourselves. And 
then there were lieutenants going around asking for unit numbers. After that it was just a 
big rotating in, at least 75-100 vehicles down there on 23" street, all over. As we stayed 
there hour after hour, they kept coming from all over the state. Upstate, Jersey, 
Pennsylvania, we seen them from all over the state. As you stayed there they kind of 
like, rotated you in. If you were up front and they needed ambulances down there, they 
would send them down. We lost everything down there. I lost my tech bag, the only 
thing I didn’t loose was the things that I had on me: my stethoscope, my helmet, my 
jacket. We even lost our stretcher. I don’t know if we put in for it or not, but basically 
that’s all it was. We got down there, we reported to the lieutenant. Then when the 
buildings started falling, we started falling back, the dispatcher telling us where to go. 


Chambers, then 23" street. 
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Everything like, hold on a sec, they ran out of planes to drop on us. So everything started 
becoming a little more predictable, Fire and PD performing their duties. 

Q: Were you guys getting any news reports like what was happening? Like 
all the planes had been grounded and that information? 

A: I thought that was great too. They said over the radio that they ordered all 
the planes across the country to just hit the ground. Anyone up after a certain time would 
be shot down. As you stand at 23 street, we saw there was fighter jets cruising the air 
and stuff. The people at the 23" street pier, they saw the ambulances there, they heard 
the news. They started bringing out bottled water for us, they started setting out tables. I 
don’t know if they have some kind of disaster plan that they followed, but they were very 
nice. They started bringing out water, bread, then sandwiches started appearing later on, 
fruit, apples. They made the whole facility at our disposal. I don’t know if that’s ---- but 
I was very amazed at the way they responded to the situation. I sat there for like 2 or 3 
hours waiting to go back in, but they never sent me back there. I thought they would, but 
they wouldn’t. Even the hospitals were surprised at how few patients they got. Basically 
that’s about it. 

Q: What time did you end up working till that day? 

A: Well, we waited at 23" Street pier, and then finally a lieutenant put us 
back in service, back into the 911 system. We did one call and we went to this 
Gouvaneer hospital, picked up a young lady. I call them young, but she was in like her 


70s. She was being treated there, being transported back over to Bellvue Hospital. I 


10 
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didn’t know that you’re not supposed to take a stable patient not part of the incident, 
Ground Zero, back to Bellvue. So I went to Bellvue, and all the doctors are expecting 
something from Ground Zero, and this lady’s from Gouvaneer. So the doctor’s like oh, 
okay, we’ll treat her anyway. Well, he didn’t say anyway, not that attitude. After that, I 
went back to the station, we had to re-start the vehicle before we brought this patient up. 
We went back in the 911 system and over to Bellvue. Then I went back, and I started 
work that night at about 10:00. I didn’t get off till the lieutenant...I worked something 
like twenty hours that night, until 6:00. Then I went upstairs to the locker room. I think I 
was tired but I wasn’t tired. I slept on a bench maybe an hour or an hour and a half. 
Went out, got something to eat, came back, washed up, put on my spare uniform and 
reported to duty about 12:00 that night. I don’t remember, what did I do when I came 
back on duty? I think they sent us over to the Chelsea Pier, with all the other 
ambulances. All those other ambulances from all over the state was just standing by 
there. I guess they came down, they wanted to go down to Ground Zero. They didn’t like 
sitting at 23" street. They wanted to go down there, help do something. The bosses say 
you gotta sit here, you gotta sit here. That’s basically what happened. EMS went on 12 
hours on and 12 off. I finally got home the next night, took a shower, felt good, fell 
asleep. That’s about it, unless you have any other questions. 

Q: No, is there anything else you would like to add to this in regard to the 
events that happened prior to noon that day? 


A: Before the planes hit? Something I observed? 
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Q: From when the planes hit until approximately noon. Is there anything in 
there that you want to add other than what you’ve already told us? 

A: Um...like...? 

Q: Just, if there’s something that you thought of that you forgot to tell us, that 
you want to tell us. If there’s nothing, that’s fine, you can, you know...that’s fine also. 

A: I don’t know, basically that’s about it. 

Q: Okay. 

A: But what I found amazing was that nobody knew what was going on. I 
didn’t know what was going on. I think that if we had known that these people would 
have done something like this, and that this is what it was...I usually watch the planes. 
They usually go from south to north, so when I heard the news about a plane hitting that 
side of the building, the plane would have had to been going from north to south. I 
thought it was an accident. That’s what I was working on, down on the scene. It was a 
horrible accident, this guy was maybe coming out of Newark, and to avoid another plane, 
he swerved and couldn’t get control of the plane. I think that if all of us would have 
some idea of what was transpiring, it would have been a lot different. Basically, I can’t 
say, I don’t know if that’s enough. 

Q: Perfect. James, I thank you very much for conducting this interview with 


me. The time is 7:21. The counter on the recorder is 373 and this interview is concluded. 


